The brain is able to acquire information about an unknown word's meaning from a highly constraining sentence context with minimal exposure. In this study, we investigate the potential contributions of the cerebral hemispheres to this ability. Undergraduates first read weakly or strongly constraining sentences completed by known or unknown (novel) words. Subsequently, their knowledge of the previously exposed words was assessed via a lexical decision task in which each word served as visual primes for lateralized target words that varied in their semantic relationship to the primes (unrelated, identical or synonymous). As expected, smaller N400 amplitudes were seen for target words preceded by identical (vs. unrelated) known word primes, regardless of visual field of presentation. When Unknown words served as primes, N400 reductions to synonymous target words were observed only if the prime had appeared under High sentential constraint; targets appearing in the LVF/RH elicited a small N400 effect and modulation of a subsequent late positivity whereas those in the RVF/LH elicited modulation on the late positivity only. Unknown words initially seen in Low constraint contexts showed priming effects only in a late positivity and only in the RVF/LH. Strength of contextual constraint clearly seems to impact the hemispheres' rapid acquisition of novel word meanings. N400 modulation for novel words under strong contextual constraint in the LVH/RH suggests that fastmapped lexical representations may initially activate meanings that are weakly, distantly, associatively or thematically-related. More extensive and bilateral semantic processing seems to occur at longer processing latencies (post N400).
Introduction
There is now abundant evidence that both cerebral hemispheres participate in all manner of linguistic tasks, albeit differently (see Federmeier, Wlotko, & Meyer, 2008 for a review). For example, cerebral asymmetries in word knowledge have been extensively documented over the past several decades (e.g. Bouaffre & Faita-Ainseba, 2007; Burgess & Simpson, 1988; Chiarello, Burgess, Richards, & Pollock, 1990; Grose-Fifer & Deacon, 2004; Koivisto & Laine, 2000) . This body of work has repeatedly revealed that both sides of the brain represent and activate non-identical aspects of known word meanings. In contrast, there has been nearly no investigation of how of novel word representations develop across the hemispheres. The major goal of this study is to address this question by exploring the potential contributions of the cerebral hemispheres to the initial representation(s) of fast-mapped word meanings.
How humans understand and represent new word meanings is most commonly investigated in young children even though the majority of our vocabulary is acquired after early childhood and throughout adulthood (Anglin, 1993; Sternberg, 1987) . Learners of all ages are able to infer a word's meaning rapidly, sometimes after only a single exposure in certain contexts (a process known as fast-mapping; Carey & Bartlett, 1978; Dollaghan, 1985; Heibeck & Markman, 1987 ) such as when a word's meaning is strongly constrained. This rapidly acquired knowledge about word meaning is manifold, and can include awareness of its appropriate usage in a sentence and its semantic relationship to other words. However, this initially stored representation is likely to be fragile, and may change significantly with further exposure or consolidation (Dumay & Gaskell, 2007; Gaskell & Dumay, 2003) . Both processes are fundamental to word learning: fast-mapping lays the foundation for future learning, while slow-mapping involves reanalysis, integration and consolidation of word meaning. In this study, we focus specifically on the hemispheric contributions to fast-mapped representations.
Older children and adult Learners may frequently encounter novel words through reading (Jenkins, Stein, & Wysocki, 1984; Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 1987; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985 
